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WASHINGTON.-L 

BY HENRY JAMES. 



I. 

I was twice in Washington, the first time for a winter visit, 
the second to meet the wonderful advance of summer, to which, 
in that climate of many charms, the first days of May open wide 
the gates. This latter impression was perforce much the more 
briefly taken; yet, though I had gathered also from other past 
occasions, far-away years now, something of the sense of the place 
at the earlier season, I find everything washed over, at the men- 
tion of the name, by the rare light, half green, half golden, of 
the lovely leafy moment. I see all the rest, till I make the effort 
x o break the spell, through that voluminous veil ; which operates, 
for memory, quite as the explosion of spring works, even to the 
near vision, in respect to the American scene at large — dressing 
it up as if for company, preparing it for social, for human in- 
tercourse, making it in fine publicly presentable, with an energy 
of renewal and an effect of redemption not often to be noted, I 
imagine, on other continents. Nowhere, truly, can summer have 
such work cut out for it as here — nowhere has it to take upon it- 
self to repaint the picture so completely. In the " European " 
landscape, in general, some, at least, of the elements and objects 
remain upon the canvas; here, on the other hand, one seems to 
see intending nature, the great artist of the season, decline to 
touch that surface unless it be first swept clean — decline, at any 
rate, to deal with it save by ignoring all its perceived pretensions. 
Vernal nature, in England, in France, in Italy, has still a use, 
often a charmed or amused indulgence, for the material in hand, 
the furniture of the foreground, the near and middle distances, 
the heterogeneous human features of the face of the land. She 
looks at her subject much as the portrait-painter looks at the 
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personal properties, this or that household object, the official uni- 
form, the badges and ornaments, the favorite dress, of his sitter 
— with an "Oh, yes, I can bring them in; they're just what I 
want, and I see how they will help me out." But I try in vain to 
recall a case in which, either during the New England May and 
June, or during those of the Middle States (since these groups of 
weeks have in the two regions a differing identity and value) the 
genius in question struck me as adopting with any frankness, as 
doing more than passively, helplessly accept, the supplied para- 
phernalia, the signs of existing life. The business is clearly to 
get rid of them as far as may be, to cover and smother them; 
dissimulating with the biggest, freest brush their impertinence 
and their ugliness. 

I must ask myself, I meanwhile recognize, none the less, why 
I should have found Mount Vernon exquisite, the first of May, 
if the interest had all to be accounted for in the light of nature. 
The light of Nature was there, splendid and serene; the Potomac 
opened out in its grandest manner; the bluff above the river, 
before the sweep of its horizon, raised its head for the historic 
crown. But it was not for a moment to be said that this was the 
whole story; the human interest and the human charm lay in 
wait and held one fast — so that, if one had been making light, 
elsewhere, of their suggestion and office, one had at least this case 
seriously to reckon with. I speak straightway, thus, of Mount 
Vernon, though it be but an outlying feature of Washington, 
and at the best a minor impression; the image of the particular 
occasion is seated so softly in my path. There was a glamour, 
in fine, for the excursion — that of an extraordinarily gracious hos- 
pitality; and the glamour would still have been great even if I 
had not, on my return to the shadow of the Capitol, found the 
whole place transfigured. The season was over, the President 
away, the two Houses up, the shutters closed, the visitor rare; and 
one lost one's way in the great green vistas of the avenues quite as 
one might have lost it in a "sylvan solitude" — that is, in the 
empty alleys of a park. The emptiness was qualified at the most, 
here and there, by some encounter with a stray diplomatic agent, 
wreathed for the most part in sincerer smiles than we are wont 
to attribute to his class. " This " — it was the meaning of these 
inflections — "was the real Washington, a place of enchantment; 
so that if the enchantment were never less who could ever bring 
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himself to go away ?" The enchantment had been so much less in 
January — one could easily understand; yet the recognition 
seemed truly the voice of the hour, and one picked it up with a 
patriotic flutter not diminished by the fact that the speaker would 
probably be going away, and with delight, on the morrow. 

The memory of some of the smiles and inflections comes back 
in that light; Washington being the one place in America, I think, 
where those qualities are the values and vehicles, the medium of 
exchange. No small part of the interest of the social scene there 
consists, inevitably, for any restless analyst, in wonder about the 
"real" sentiments of appointed foreign participants, the dele- 
gates of Powers and pledged alike to penetration and to discre- 
tion, before phenomena which, whatever they may be, differ 
more from the phenomena of other capitals and other societies 
than they resemble them. This interest is susceptible, on occa- 
sion, of becoming intense; all the more that curiosity must, for 
the most part, pursue its object (that of truly looking over the 
alien shoulder and of seeing, judging, building, fearing, report- 
ing with the alien sense), by subtle and tortuous ways. This 
represents, first and last, even for a watcher abjectly irresponsi- 
ble, a good deal of speculative tension; so that one's ease is re- 
freshing in presence of the clear candor of such a proposition as 
that the National Capitol is charming in proportion as you don't 
see it. For that is what it came to, in the bowery condition ; the 
as yet unsurmounted bourgeois character of the whole was 
screened and disguised ; the dressing-up, in other words, was com- 
plete, and the great park-aspect gained, and became nobly arti- 
ficial, by the very complexity of the plan of the place — the per- 
petual perspectives, the converging, radiating avenues, the fre- 
quent circles and carrefours, where all that was wanted for full 
illusion was that the bronze Generals and Admirals, on their 
named pedestals, should have been great garden-gods, mossy 
mythological marble. This would have been the perfect note; 
the long vistas yearned for it, and the golden chequers scattered 
through the gaps of the high arches waited for some bending 
nymph or some armless Hermes to pick them up. The power of 
the scene to evoke such visions sufficiently shows, I think, what 
had become, under the mercy of nature, of the hard facts, as one 
must everywhere call them; and yet though I could, diplomati- 
cally, patriotically pretend, at the right moment, that such a 
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Washington, was the "real" one, my assent had all the while a 
still finer meaning for myself. 

I am hanging back, however, as with a sacred terror, from 
Mount Vernon, where indeed I may not much linger, or only 
enough to appear not to have shirked the responsibility incurred 
at the opening of these remarks. There, in ample possession, was 
masking, dissimulating summer, the envelope and disguise to 
which I have hinted that the American picture owes, on its 
human side, all its best presentability ; and at the same time, un- 
mistakably, there was the spell, as quite a distinct matter, of the 
hard little facts in themselves. How came it that, if they could 
throw a spell, they were j'et so abject and so negligible? How 
came it that, if they had no intrinsic sweetness, no visible dig- 
nity, they could yet play their part in so unforgettable an im- 
pression ? The answer to this can only be, I think, that we hap- 
pen here to " strike," as they say, one of the rarest of cases, a 
spot on which all sorts of sensibilities are touched and on which 
a lively emotion, which is yet other than the aesthetic, makes us 
its prey. The old high-placed house, unquestionably, is charm- 
ing, and the felicity of the whole scene, on such a day as that 
of my impression, scarce to be uttered. The little hard facts, 
facts of form, of substance, of scale, facts of essential humility 
and exiguity, none the less, look us straight in the face, present 
themselves literally to be counted over — and reduce us thereby to 
the recognition of our supreme example of the rich interference 
of association. Association does, at Mount Vernon, simply what 
it likes with us — it is of so beautiful and noble a sort; and to this 
end it begins by making us unfit to say whether or no we would, 
in its absence, have noticed the house, for any material grace in 
it, at all. We scarce care more for its being proved picturesque, 
the house, than for its being proved plain; its architectural in- 
terest and architectural nullity become one and the same thing 
for us. If asked what we should think of it if it hadn't been, or 
if we hadn't known it for, Washington's, we retort that the in- 
quiry is inane, since it is not the possessive case, but the straight, 
serene nominative, that we are dealing with. The whole thing 
is Washington — not his invention and his property, but his pres- 
ence and his person ; with discriminations (as distinguished from 
enthusiasms) as invidious and unthinkable as if they were ad- 
dressed to his very ears. 
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The great soft fact, as opposed to the little hard ones, is the 
beauty of the site itself; that is definitely, if ever so delicately) 
sublime, but it fails to rank among the artificial items that I be 1 
gan by speaking of, those of so generally compromising an effect 
in the American picture. Everything else is communicated im- 
portance, and the magic so wrought for the American sensibility 
■ — by which I mean the degree of the importance and the sus- 
tained high pitch of the charm — place it, doubtless, the world 
over, among the few supreme triumphs of such communication. 
The beauty of the site, meanwhile, as we stand there, becomes but 
the final aspect of the man; under which everything conduces to 
a single great representative image, under which every feature 
of the scene, every object in the house, however trivial, borrows 
from it and profits by it. The image is the largest, clearest pos- 
sible of the resting, as distinguished from the restless, conscious- 
ness of public service consummately rendered. The terms we com- 
monly use for that condition — peace with honor, well-earned 
repose, enjoyment of homage, recognition of fads — render but 
dimly the luminous stillness in which, on its commanding emi- 
nence, we see our image bathed. It hangs together with the whole 
bright immensity of air and view. It becomes truly the great 
white, decent page on which the whole sense of the place is writ- 
ten. It does more things even besides; attends us while we 
move about and goes with lis from room to room; mounts with 
us the narrow stairs, to stand with us in these small chambers 
and look out of the low windows; takes up for us, to turn them 
over with spiritual hands, the objects from which we respectfully 
forbear, and places an accent, in short, through the rambling old 
phrase, wherever an accent is required. Thus we arrive at the 
full meaning, as it were — thus we know, at least, why we are so 
moved. 

It is for the same reason for which we are always inordinately 
moved, on American ground, I think, when the unconscious 
minor scale of the little old demonstrations to which we owe 
everything is made visible to us, when their disproportionate 
modesty is proved upon them. The reason worked at Mount 
Vernon, for the restless analyst, quite as it had worked a few 
months before, on the small and simple scene of Concord Fight: 
the slight, pale, bleeding Past, in a patched homespun suit, stands 
there taking the thanks of the bloated Present — having wound- 
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edly rescued from thieves and brought to his door the fat, locked 
pocketbook of which that personage appears the owner. The 
pocketbook contains, "unbeknown" to the honest youth, bank- 
notes of incredible figure, and what breaks our heart, if we be 
cursed with the historic imagination, is the grateful, wan smile 
with which the great guerdon of sixpence is received. I risk, 
floridly, the assertion that half the intensity of the impression 
of Mount Vernon, for many a visitor, will ever be in this vision 
there of Washington only (so far as consciously) so rewarded. 
Such f antastications, I indeed admit, are refinements of response 
to any impression, but the ground had been cleared for them, and 
it ministered to luxury of thought, for instance, that we were 
a small party at our ease there, with no other circulation — with 
the prowling ghosts of fellow-pilgrims, too harshly present on 
my previous occasion, all conveniently laid. This alone repre- 
sented privilege and power, and they in turn, with their pomp 
and circumstance of a charming Government launch, under offi- 
cial attendance, at the Navy-Yard steps, amid those large, clean, 
protecting and protected properties of the State which always 
make one think much of the State, whatever its actual infirmities 
— these things, to say nothing of other rich enhancements, above 
all, those that I may least specify, flung over the day I scarce 
know what iridescent reflection of the star-spangled banner it- 
self, in the folds of which I had never come so near the sense 
of being positively wrapped. That consciousness, so unfamiliar, 
was, under the test, irresistible ; it pressed the spring, absolutely, 
of intellectual exaltation — with the consequent loud resonance 
that my account of my impressions doubtless sufficiently .trans- 
lates. 

II. 
Washington itself meanwhile — the Washington always, I pre- 
mise, of the rank outsider — had struck me from the first as pre- 
senting two distinct faces; the more obvious of which was the 
public and official, the monumental, with features all more or 
less majestically playing the great administrative, or, as we 
nowadays put it, Imperial part. This clustered, yet at the same 
time oddly scattered, city, a general impression of high granite 
steps, of light gray corniced colonnades, rather harmoniously low, 
contending for effect with slaty mansard roofs and masses of 
iron excrescence, a general impression of somewhat vague, empty, 
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sketchy, fundamentals, however expectant, however spacious, over- 
weighted by a single Dome and overaccented by a single Shaft — 
this loose congregation of values seemed, strangely, a matter dis- 
connected and remote, though remaining, in its way, portentous, 
and bristling, all incoherently, at the back of the scene. The 
back of the scene, indeed, to one's quite primary . sense, might 
have been but an immense painted, yet unfinished, cloth, hung 
there to a confessedly provisional end and marked with the 
queerness, among many queernesses, of looking always the same; 
painted once for all in clear, bright, fresh tones, but never 
emerging from its flatness, after the fashion of other capitals, 
into the truly, the variously, modelled and rounded state. (It 
appeared provisional, therefore, because looking as if it might 
have unhooked and removed as a whole; because any one object 
in it, so treated, would have made the rest also come off.) The 
foreground was a different thing, a thing that, ever so quaintly, 
seemed to represent the force really in possession; though con- 
sisting but of a small company of people engaged perpetually in 
conversation and (always, I repeat, for the rank outsider) sin- 
gularly destitute of conspicuous marks or badges. This little 
society easily became, for the detached visitor, the city itself, the 
national capital and the greater part of the story ; and that, ever, 
in spite of the comparatively scant intensity of its political per- 
meation. The political echo was, of course, to be heard in it, 
and the public character, in its higher forms, to be encountered 
— though only in " single spies," not in battalions; but there was 
something that made it much more individual than any mere 
predominance of political or administrative color would have 
made it — leaving it in that case to do no more than resemble 
the best society in London, or that in best possession of the field 
in Paris. 

Two sharp signs my remoter remembrance had shown me the 
then Washington world, and the first met, as putting forth; one 
of these the fact of its being extraordinarily easy and pleasant, 
and the other that of one's appearing to make out in it not more 
than half-a-dozen members of the Lower House and not more 
than a dozen of the TJpper. This kept down the political per- 
meation, and was bewildering, if one was able to compare, in 
the light of the different London condition, the light of the so- 
cial ubiquity there, of the acceptable M. P. and that of the social 
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frequency even of his more equivocal hereditary colleague. A 
London nestling under the towers of Westminster, yet practi- 
cally void of members of the House of Commons, and with the 
note of official life far from exclusively sounding, that might have 
been in those days the odd image of Washington, had not the 
picture been stamped with other variations still. These were a 
whole cluster, not instantly to be made out, but constituting the 
unity of the place as soon as perceived; representing that finer 
extract or essence which the self-respecting observer is never easy 
till he be able to shake up and down in bottled form. The charm- 
ing company of the foreground then, which referred itself so 
little to the sketchy back-scene, the monstrous Dome and Shaft, 
figments of the upper air, the pale colonnades and mere myriad- 
windowed Buildings, was the second of the two faces, and the 
more one lived with it the more, up to a certain point, one lived 
away from the first. In time, and after perceiving how it was 
what it so agreeably was, came the recognition of common ground; 
the recognition that, in spite of strange passages of the national 
life, liable possibly to recur, during which the President himself 
was scarce thought to be in society, the particular precious char- 
acter that one had apprehended could never have ripened without 
a general consensus. One had put one's finger on it when one 
had seen disengage itself from many anomalies, from not a few 
drolleries, the superior, the quite majestic fact of the City of 
Conversation pure and simple, and positively of the only speci- 
men, of any such intensity, in the world. 

That had remained for me, from the other time, the properest 
name of Washington, and nothing could bo interest me, on a 
renewal of acquaintance, too long postponed and then too woe- 
fully brief, than to find my description wholly justified. If the 
emphasis added by "pure and simple" be invariably retained, 
the description will continue, I think, to embrace and exhaust the 
spectacle, while yet leaving it every inch of its value. Clearly 
quite immeasurable, on American ground, the value of such an 
assertion of a town-type directly opposed to the unvarying Amer- 
ican, and quite unique, on any ground, so organized a social 
indifference to the vulgar vociferous Market. Washington may, 
of course, know more than she confesses — no community could 
perhaps really be as ignorant as Washington used at any rate 
to look, and to like to look, of this particular thing, of " goods " 
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and shares and rises and falls and all such sordidities; but she 
knows assuredly still the very least she can get off with, and 
nothing even yet pleases her more than to forget what she does 
know. She unlearns, she turns her back, while London, Paris, 
Berlin, Rome, in their characters of political centres, strike us 
as, on the contrary, feverishly learning, trying more and more 
to do the exact opposite. (I speak, naturally, as to Washington, 
of knowing actively and interestedly, in the spirit of gain — not 
merely of the enjoyed lights of political and administrative 
science, doubtless as abundant there as anywhere else.) It 
might fairly have been, I used to think, that the charming place 
— charming in the particular connection I speak of — had on its 
conscience to make one forget for an hour the colossal greed 
of New York. Nothing, in fact, added more to its charm than 
its appearing virtually to invite one to impute to it some such 
vicarious compunction. 

If I be reminded, indeed, that the distinction I here glance 
at is negative, and be asked what then (if she knew nothing of 
the great American interest) Washington did socially know, my 
answer, I recognize, has at once to narrow itself, and becomes 
perhaps truly the least bit difficult to utter. It none the less 
remains distinct enough that, the City of Conversation being only 
in question, and a general subject of all the conversation having 
thereby to be predicated, our responsibility is met as soon as we 
are able to say what Washington mainly talked, and appears 
always to go mainly talking, about. Washington talks about 
herself, and about almost nothing else; falling superficially, in- 
deed, on that ground, but into line with the other capitals. Lon- 
don, Paris, Berlin, Borne, goodness knows, talk about them- 
selves: that is, each member of this sisterhood talks, sufficiently 
or inordinately, of the great number of divided and differing 
selves that form together her controlling identity. London, for 
instance, talks of everything in the world without thereby for a 
moment, as it were, ceasing to be egotistical. It has taken every- 
thing in the world to make London up ; so that she is, in conse- 
quence simply doomed never to get away from herself. Her 
conversation is largely, I think, the very effort to do that; but 
she inevitably figures in it but as some big buzzing insect which 
keeps bumping against a treacherous mirror. It is in positive 
quest of an identity of some sort, much rather — an identity other 
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than merely functional and technical — that Washington goes 
forth, encumbered with no ideal of avoidance or escape; it is 
about herself as the City of Conversation precisely that she in- 
cessantly converses; adorning the topic, moreover, with endless 
ingenuity and humor. But that, absolutely, remains the case; 
which thus becomes one of the most thorough, even if probably 
one of the most natural and of the happiest, cases of collective 
self-consciousness that one knows. The spectacle, as it at first 
met my senses, was that of a numerous community in ardent 
pursuit of some workable conception of its social self, and try- 
ing meanwhile intelligently to talk itself, and even this very 
embarrassment, into a subject for conversation. Such a picture 
might not seem purely pleasing, on the side of variety of appeal, 
and I admit one may have had one's reserves about it; reserves 
sometimes reflected, for example, in dim inward speculation — 
one of the effects of the Washington air I have already glanced 
at — as to the amount of response it might evoke in the diplo- 
matic body. It may have been on my part a morbid obsession, 
but the diplomatic body was liable to strike one there as more 
characteristically " abysmal " than elsewhere, more impenetrably 
bland and inscrutably blank; and it was obvious, certainly, that 
their concern to help the place intellectually to find itself was 
not to be expected to approach in intensity the concern even of 
a repatriated absentee. You were concerned only if you had, 
by your sensibility, a stake in the game; which was the last thing 
a foreign representative would wish to confess to, this being 
directly opposed to all his enjoined duties. It is no part of the 
office of such personages to assist the societies to which they are 
accredited to find themselves — it is much more their mission 
to leave all such vaguely and, so far as may be, grotesquely grop- 
ing: so apt are societies, in finding themselves, to find other 
things too. This detachment from the whole mild convulsion 
of effort, the considerate pretence of not being too aware of it, 
combined with latent probabilities of alarm about it no less than 
of amusement, represented, to the unquiet fancy, much more the 
spirit of the old-time Legations. 

What was, at all events, better fun, of the finer sort, than 
having one's self a stake in the outcome? — what helped the time 
(so much of it as there was !) more to pass than just to join in the 
so fresh experiment of constitutive, creative talk? The boon, it 
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should always be mentioned, meanwhile went on not in the least 
in the tone of solemnity. That would have been fatal, because 
probably irritating, and it was where the good star of Wash- 
ington intervened. The tone was, so to speak, of conscious self- 
consciousness, and the highest genius for conversation doubtless 
dwelt in the fact that the ironic spirit was ready always to give 
its very self away, fifty times over, for the love, or for any quick- 
ening, of the theme. The foundation for the whole happy pre- 
dicament remained, moreover, of the firmest, and the essence of 
the case was to be as easily stated as the great social fact is, in 
America, whether through exceptions or aggravations, every- 
where to be stated. Nobody was in "business" — that was the 
sum and substance of it; and for the one large human assemblage 
on the continent of which this was true the difference made was 
true. Nothing could strike one more than that it was the only 
way in which, over the land, a difference could be made, and than 
how, in our vast commercial democracy, almost any difference — 
by which I mean almost any exception — promptly acquires pro- 
digious relief. The value here was at once that the place could 
offer to view a society, the only one in the country, in which Men 
existed, and that that rich little fact became the key to every- 
thing. Superficially taken, I recognize, the circumstance fails 
to look portentous; but it looms large immediately, gains the 
widest bearing, in the light of any direct or extended acquaintance 
with American conditions. From the moment it is adequately 
borne in mind that the business-man, in the United States, may, 
with no matter what dim struggles, gropings, yearnings, never 
hope to be anything out a business-man, the size of the field he 
so abdicates is measured, as well as the fact of the other care to 
which his abdication hands it over. It lies there waiting, plead- 
ing from all its pores, to be occupied — the lonely waste, the 
boundless gaping void of " society " ; which is but a rough name 
for all the other so numerous relations with the world he lives 
in that are imputable to the civilized being. Here it is then that 
the world he liven in accepts its doom and becomes, by his de- 
fault, subject and plastic to his mate; his default having made, 
all around him, the unexampled opportunity of the woman — 
which she would have been an incredible fool not to pounce upon. 
It needs little contact with American life to perceive how she 
has pounced, and how, outside business, she has made it over in 
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her image. She has been, up to now, on the vast residual tract, 
in peerless possession, and is occupied in developing and extend- 
ing her wonderful conquest, which she appreciates to the last 
inch of its extent. 

She has, meanwhile, probably her hours of amazement at the 
size of her windfall; she cannot quite live without wonder at 
the oddity of her so " sleeping" partner, the strange creature, 
by her side, with his values and his voids, but who is best known 
to her as having yielded what she would have clutched to the 
death. But these are mere mystic, inscrutable possibilities — 
dreams, for us, of her hushed, shrouded hours: the face she 
shows, on all the facts, is that of mere unwinking tribute to the 
matter of course. The effect of these high signs of assurance in 
her has been — and it is really her masterstroke — to represent the 
situation as perfectly normal. Her companion's attitude, totally 
destitute of high signs, does everything it can to further this 
feat; so that, as disposed together in the American picture, they 
testify, extraordinarily, to the successful rupture of a universal 
law, the sight is at first, for observation, most mystifying. Then 
the impunity of the whole thing gains upon us; the equilibrium 
strikes us, however strangely, as at least provisionally stable ; we 
see that a society in many respects workable would seem to have 
been arrived at, and that we shall in any case have time to study 
it. The phenomenon may easily become, for a spectator, the 
sentence written largest in the American sky: when he is in 
search of the characteristic, what else so plays the part? The 
woman is two-thirds of the apparent life— which means that she 
is absolutely all of the social; and, as this is nowhere else the 
case, the occasion is unique for seeing what such a situation may 
make of her. The result elsewhere in Europe generally of con- 
ditions in which men have actively participated and to which, 
throughout, they personally contribute, she has only the old 
story to tell, and keeps telling it after her fashion. The woman 
produced by a women-made society alone has obviously quite a 
new story — to which it is not for a moment to be gainsaid that 
the world at large has, for the last thirty years in particular, 
found itself lending an attentive, at times even a charmed, ear. 
The extent and variety of this attention have been the specious 
measure of the personal success of the type in question, and are 
always referred to when its value happens to be challenged. " The 
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American woman? — why, she has beguiled, she has conquered, 
the globe: look at her fortune everywhere and fail to accept her 
if you can." 

She has been, accordingly, about the globe, beyond all doubt, 
a huge success of curiosity; she has at her best — and far beyond 
any consciousness and intention of her own, lively as these for 
the most part usually are — infinitely amused the nations. It has 
been found among them that, for more reasons than we can now 
go into, her manner of embodying and representing her sex has 
fairly made of her a new human convenience, not unlike fifty of 
the others, of a slightly different order, the ingenious mechanical 
appliances, stoves, refrigerators, sewing-machines, type-writers, 
cash-registers, that have done so much, in the household and the 
place of business, for the American name. By which I am, of 
course, far from meaning that the revelation has been of her 
utility as a domestic drudge; it has been much rather, in the 
fact that the advantages attached to her being a woman at all 
have been so happily combined with the absence of the draw- 
backs, for persons intimately dealing with her, traditionally sug- 
gested by that condition. The corresponding advantages, in the 
light of almost any old order, have always seemed inevitably 
paid for by the drawbacks ; but here, unmistakably, was a case in 
which — as at first appeared, certainly — they were to be enjoyed 
very nearly for nothing. What it came to, evidently, was that 
she had been grown in an air in which a hundred of the " Euro- 
pean " complications and dangers didn't exist, and in which, also, 
she had had to take upon herself a certain training for freedom. 
It was not that she had had, in the vulgar sense, to " look out " for 
herself, inasmuch as it was of the very essence of her position 
not to be threatened or waylaid; but that she could develop her 
audacity on the basis of her security, just as she could develop 
her " powers " in a medium from which criticism was consistent- 
ly absent. Thus she arrived, fiill-blown, on the general scene, the 
least criticised object, in proportion to her importance, that had 
ever adorned it. It would take long to say why her situation, 
under this retrospect, may affect the inner fibre of the critic him- 
self as one of the most touching on record; he may merely note 
his perception that she was to have been after all but the sport 
of fate. For why need she originally, he wonders, have embraced 
so confidently, so gleefully, yet so unguardedly, the terms offered 
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her to an end practically so perfidious? Why need she, unless 
in the interest of her eventual discipline, have turned away with 
so light a heart after watching the Man, the deep American 
man, retire into his tent and let down the flap? She had her 
"paper" from him, their agreement signed and sealed; but 
would she not, in some other air and under some other sky, have 
been visited by a saving instinct? Would she not have said 
"No, this is too unnatural; there must be a trap in it some- 
where — it's addressed really, in the long run, to making a fool 
of me?" It is impossible, of course, to tell; and her case, as it 
stands for us, at any rate, is that she showed no doubts. It is not 
on the American scene and in the presence of mere American 
phenomena that she is even yet to be observed as showing them; 
but does not my digression find itsef meanwhile justified by the 
almost clear certainty that the first symptoms of the revulsion — 
of the convulsion, I am tempted to say — must break out in 
Washington? 

For here (and it is what I have been so long in coming to), 
here alone, in the American world, do we catch the other sex not 
observing the agreement. I have described this anomaly, at Wash- 
ington, as that of Man's socially "existing"; since we have 
seen that his fidelity to his contract throughout the country in 
general has involved his not doing so. What has happened, ob- 
viously, has been that his reasons, at a stroke, have dropped, and 
that he finds himself, without them, a different creature. He 
has discovered that he can exist in other connections than that 
of the Market, and that all he has therefore to settle is the ques- 
tion of whether he may. The most delicate interest of Washing- 
ton is the fact that it is quite practically heing settled there — 
in the practical way which is yet also the dramatic. Solvitur 
ambulando; it is being settled — that is the charm — as it goes 
and without discussion. It would be awkward and gross to say 
that Man has dealt any conscious blow at the monopoly of his 
companion, or that her prestige, as mistress of the situation, has 
suffered, in any manner, a noted abatement. Yet, none the less, 
as he has there, in a degree, socially found himself, and, allured 
by the new sense, is evidently destined to seek much further still, 
the sensible effect, the change of impression on one's coming 
from other places, is of the most marked. Man is solidly, vivid- 
ly, present, and the presence of Woman has, therefore, for the 
voti. oucxxu. — NO. 594. 48 
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proposed intensity, to reckon with it. The omens on behalf of 
the former appearance are just now strikingly enhanced, as hap- 
pens, by the accident of the rare quality, as it were, of the par- 
ticular male presence supremely presiding there; and it would 
be strange, certainly, that this idea of the re-committal to mas- 
culine hands of some share at least in the interests of civilization, 
some part of the social property and social office, should not, 
from so high an example, have received a new impulse and a 
new consecration. Easily enough, if we had space here to con- 
sider it, might come up the whole picture of the new indications 
thus afforded, the question of the degree in which a sex capable, 
in the American air, of having so despoiled itself may really be 
capable of retracing its steps and repairing its mistake. It would 
appear inevitable to ask whether such a mistake on such a scale 
can prove effectively reparable — whether ground so lost can be 
effectively recovered. Has not the American woman, with such 
a start, gained such an irreducible advance, on the whole high 
plane of the amenities, that her companion will never catch up 
with her? This last is an inquiry that I must, alas, brush aside, 
though feeling it, as I have already noted, the most oddly in- 
teresting that the American spectacle proposes to us; only saying, 
provisionally, that the aspect of manners through the nation at 
large offers no warrant whatever for any prompt " No " to it. 

It is not, however, of the nation at large I here speak; the 
ease is of the extremely small, though important and signifi- 
cant, fraction of the whole represented by the Washington group 
— which thus shows us the Expropriated Half in the very act 
of itself pondering that issue. Is the man " up to it," up to the 
major heritage, the man who could, originally, so inconceivably, 
and for a mere mess of pottage, if there ever was one, let it go? 
" Are we up to it, really, at this time of day, and what on earth 
will awfully become of us if the question, once put to the test, 
shall have to be decided against us ?" I think it not merely fan- 
ciful to say that some dim, distressful interrogative sound of that 
sort frequently reached, in the Washington air, the restless an- 
alyst — though not to any quickening of his own fear. With a 
perfect consciousness that it was still early to say that the data 
are as yet insufficient and that the missing quantity must absolute- 
ly be found before it can be weighed and valued, he was none the 
less struck with the felicity of many symptoms, and would fairly 
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have been able to believe at moments that the character hitherto 
so effaced has but to show the confidence of taking himself for 
granted. That act of itself reveals, restores, reinstates and 
completes him. Is it not, for that matter, essentially implied in 
our recognition of the place as the City of Conversation? The 
victim of effacement, the outcast at the door, has, all the while 
we have been talking of him, talked himself back; and if any- 
thing could add to this happy portent it would be another that 
had scarcely less bearing. Nowhere more than in Washington, 
positively, were the women to have struck me as naturally and 
harmoniously in the social picture — as happily, soothingly, propor- 
tionately, and no more than proportionately, participant and 
ministrant. Hence the irresistible conclusion that with the way 
really shown them they would only ask to take it; the way being 
their assent to the truth that the abdication of the Man proves 
ever (after the first flush of their triumph) as bad really for 
their function as for bis. Hence, in fine, the appearance that, 
with the proportions re-established, they will come to recognize 
their past world as a fools' paradise, and their present, and still 
more their future, as much more made to endure. They could 
not, one reasoned, have been, in general, so perfectly agreeable 
unless they had been pleased, and they could not have been 
pleased without the prospect of gaining, by the readjusted re- 
lation, more; on the whole, than they were to lose; without the 
prospect even again perhaps of truly and insidiously gaining 
more than the other beneficiary. That would be, I think, the 
feminine conception of a readministered justice. Washington, 
at such a rate, in any case, might become to them as good as 
" Europe," and a Europe of their own would obviously be better 
than a Europe of other people's. There are, after all, other women 
on the other continents. 

Henby James. 
(To be continued.) 



